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'SVU' writer lives dream 
SU grad Jonathan Greene took a roundabout route to his current TV career. 
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After handing in a TV script for a screenwriting class at Syracuse University in 1985, Jonathan Greene savored the praise he got from the professor. 

"He said, 'When you're done (with college), pack up your car and go right out to L.A., because that's where you belong,' " says Greene, now a writer on the NBC drama "Law & Order: Special Victims Unit." 

But as he points out with a touch of chagrin, Greene did not go straight from SU to Los Angeles to pursue a writing career in prime-time television. 

Not even close. 

Worried he would never find work in Hollywood, Greene remained on the East Coast and embarked on a nearly 15-year career in broadcast journalism, including short stints as a reporter in Syracuse at WSYR-AM in 1985 and as a 5:30 p.m. news producer at WIXT-TV (now WSYR-TV) in 1988. 

To say he put his screenwriting ambitions on the back burner doesn't go far enough. 

"It was of more like I kind of put it back in the pantry and locked the door," says Greene, interviewed during his recent visit to SU, where he met with students interested in writing for television or film. 

If there were a script written about Greene's life, you could say it's the story of a man who achieves an unlikely career dream after refusing to give up on it. 

In the late 1990s, when he was about 35, Greene took some time off to write speculative or "spec" scripts to demonstrate his talent. 

With those sample scripts to show others, and with some pluck and a lot of luck, Greene says, he won a job in September 2000 as a full-time writer for "Law & Order: SVU." 

He's since earned writing credits on 24 episodes of this "Law & Order" spin-off drama about detectives investigating sexually related crimes. It airs at 10 p.m. Tuesdays on WSTM-TV (Channel 3). 

Greene says he was always a fan of the original "Law & Order," just as he was of the 1980s dramas "Hill Street Blues" and "St. Elsewhere," which helped to inspire his dreams of writing for TV. 


"And to sit herenow and say I'm working on 'SVU,' it is the best thing that could possibly have happened to me," Greene says. 

A native of Long Island, Greene received a bachelor's degree in political science from SU in 1983, then returned to get his master's in TV and radio in 1985. 

On his recent campus visit, he notes with a laugh, he gave SU students with screenwriting ambitions the same advice he once got and ignored - move to L.A. right after graduation. For most people, he says, living there is still "the only way you're going to be able to find work in this business." 

However, Greene says his own toiling in broadcast journalism for years wasn't wasted time because it did help him to develop a tighter writing style, a talent for digging up interesting stories, and the ability to produce quickly on deadline. 

"We don't write (at 'SVU') on the same kinds of deadlines as, say, you do when you're producing a 6 o'clock news. However, you're still feeding a machine. Every eight days, you have to feed a script into the pipeline," he says. 

Greene's road to prime-time TV was detoured by jobs in several TV newsrooms, including one as news director at WROC-TV in Rochester. He was hired by Court TV in 1995 as a news director for the syndicated TV magazine "Inside America's Courts." 

Later, while doing freelance work for Court TV, he took time off periodically to write his spec scripts. When a friend of his then-scriptwriting partner Robert Campbell became executive producer of "SVU," they used this contact to pitch story ideas. 

One of Greene's ideas was turned into a 2000 episode of "SVU" about an attack on an Afghan woman targeted by her family for an "honor killing." 

"Law & Order" creator Dick Wolf then invited Greene to work on a freelance script for the short-lived drama "Deadline." Not long afterward, Greene joined the writing staff of "SVU." 

Greene believes "SVU" has remained popular for so long because "we tell important stories through great characters." He says he's particularly proud of "Stolen," a third-season episode he wrote about a scheme to kidnap and sell babies for adoption. 

"When you watch one of your shows when you're working on it and seeing it so many times, it's hard to be objective," he says. "But I can still watch that show and get goose bumps from it."
